Diabetes as main risk factor in head and neck reconstructive surgery with free flaps.
The aim of our study was to demonstrate the role of certain risk factors in reconstructive head and neck surgery with free flaps. The data taken from the charts of all patients who received free flap for head and neck reconstruction in our department between January 2001 and December 2004 were analyzed. We evaluated the association of preexisting risk factors with the onset of surgical complications such as orocutaneous fistulae, flap infections, hematomas, thrombosis, and necrosis. One hundred and twenty-two free flaps have been used for the reconstruction of head and neck area in 118 patients. Preoperative risk factors included smoking habit (77 patients), alcohol use (6 patients), hypertension (9 patients), diabetes mellitus (8 patients), family history positive for vascular disorders (27 patients), and hypercholesterolemia/hypertriglyceridemia (5 patients). The percentage of full flap survival was 95.08%. Statistical analysis showed that diabetes mellitus (P < 0.01) is significantly associated with a negative prognosis for free flap reconstructive operation, whereas a smoking habit seemed to be at the verge of statistical significance. Therefore, our current practice is to prefer as much as possible the use of local flaps as opposed to free flaps in the reconstruction of head and neck defects in diabetic patients.